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Importance of Kirtan in Gurmat

Jasbir Singh Sarna

(Formerly Editer, ‘Shamshir-e-Dast’)
Near Super Bazar, Baramulla-193101 (Kashmir)

The singing of the hymns of the Guru is ealled
Kirtan which literally means singing the praises of God.
Kirtan is divine music. It is a recognized form of congre-
gational prayer. According to Guru Granth Sahib “Whesoever
listens to Kirtan of Hari, whoseever sings Kirtan of Hari;
misery cannot overtake that person.”

Kirtan according to the Sikh scriptures cleanses the
mind of ail sensual impurlities (S G G 5, page 289, 979, 1174)
liberates man from the yoke of time and death (8§ GG S page
867), attracts divine pleasure (S G G 8 page 818) and leads
him to emanicipation (S C G S page 297, 747).

However, it is conceived as an effective agency for

stoppiag the cycle of rebirths (page 624) Oilten it is credived
with pewer of liquidating disease, sorrow and suffering (213,

- 1085) and bringing about perfect peace eof mind and bliss
(178, 979, {962).

Kirtan implies “words, shabod, set to musie and
rhythm, utilizing the experience—communicating quality ef
singing, objectified emotional character of raga, the multiple
concept of tal and the purposeful, meaningful and
inspirational character of bani.

Kirtan is the invaluable jewel, which is full of bligs
and manifold virtues, It enables the individual to attend and
participate in the congregation and to take advantage of the
congregation and to take advantage of the divine environment
leading to temporal and social understanding and happiness.
It helps to clevate the mind to full spiritual heights and
attempts to bring peace and repose to it.

Kirtan, though not only an effective psyehosomatic
tranquilizer but also a rectifier of para-physical disorders.
The significance of Kirtan can be gauged from the fact that
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the entire Sri Guru Granth Sahib is set to music and is
structured on the basis of Indian classical rsgas in which the
portions are supposed to be sung.

To Guru Nanak Sahib and his spiritual successors,
Kirtan became a means of strengthening the bonds that
brought members of the rising Sikh Brotherhood closed to
one another,

Guru Arjan Sahib the compiler of Guru Granth
Sahib, arranged the sacred hymns on the basis of ragas and
not on the basis of authorship or chronology. The day and
night singing of devotional hymns in the sanctum sanctorum.
Golden Temple, Amritsar, {8 as old the shrine itself and is a
good pointer to the place which devotional singing occupies
in Sikh religion. Every occasion in a Sikh household, whether
it is birth, marriage or death, is solemnised by kirtan. Setting
to music; thoughts contained Sri Guru Granth Sahib in a
scientific and studied manner is its important distinguishing
feature, The printed version in its curreent form comprises
1430 pages and is divided into 33 sections. The first section
comprises the soulful and inspiring hymn of Guru Nanak
Suhib called Japji and also a few selected paudis, the final -
é_ection is a collection of assorted verses including the slokas
and the Swayyas of Bhatts, The remaining 31 sections are
named after the well-kouwn classical Ragas and are supposed
to ‘be sung in those Ragas. These Ragas are catagorically
mentioned as follows :

1. Sri Rag 17. Gaund
2. Majh 18. Ramkali
3. Gaurl 19. Nat

4, Asa 20. Maligaura
5. Qujrl 21. Maru
6. Devgandhari 22. Tukhari
9. Bihagra 23. Kedara
8. Wadhans 24, Bhairo
9. Sorath 25. Basant
10. Dhanagari 26. garang
11. Jaitsari 27. Malar
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i2. Todi 28. Kanara

13. Bairari 29. Kalian
14. Tilang 30. Prabhati
15. Suhi 31. Jaijjawanti
16. Bilawal

The Sri Guru Granth Sahib is the onmly scripture of
its kind which contains within its sacred covers the songs and
utterances of a wide variety of saints, savants and bards.
There are compositions of seven Sikh QGurus, and other saints
who had their origin as highborn Brahmins, preud
Kshatriyas, lowly surdas and unlettered jats. The number of
Shabads and other compositions conmtributed by them is
as follows

1. Guru Nanak 949 14. Dhanna 4
2 Guru Ancad 63 15, Jaidev 2
3. Guru Amar Das 369 16. Bhikan 2
4. Guru Ram Das 638 17. Sain 1
5. Guru Arjan Dev 2312 18. Pipa 1
6. Guru Tegh Bahadur 115 19. Sadhna 1
%. Guru Gobind Singh 1 20. Ramanand 1
8. Kabir 534 21. Parmanand i
9. Farid 123 22. Surdas 2
10. Namdev 62 23. Sunder e
11. Ravidas 40 24. Mardana ¢
12. Trilochan 5 25, Satta 8
13. Beni 3 26. Balwand 123
27. Bhatts

Kirtan is so ubiquitous in Sikh way of life thatin
every Gurdwara Bhai Sahib is to be conversant with Kirtan.

Today in Sikh community, diminishing the cadres
who may still be preserving the purity of tradition, may soon
fade out of existence. No body has cared to collect literary
and techoical evidence relatingto the musical scene of the
Guru Nanak—Guru Arjan Sahib period.

Kirtan in regas was meant by the Sikh Gurus to be
an aesthetic vehicle which would carry the verbal message to

'z dede 7 H3gd 1993



the remotest recesses of mind and release responses which
usually remain untouched cven by poetical approaches.

To day in Sikh community the cardes of mucsicians
who may still be conversent with purity of ragas sre fast
diminishing. No serious effort has been made to colleet and
résurrect the musical traditions of the sixieenth and seven-
teenth centuries when the Gurus made their injunctions.

There is lack of trained and qualified personnel,
nou-availability of technical literature and non-existence of
good professional institutions. A more disturbing feature of
the situations is the absence of conciousness about what we
are lacking. The inculcation of the consciousness must form
the agenda of a comprehensive programme to raise the

cultural standard of the whols Sikh brotharhood.
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